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ABSTRACT

Two studies were conducted to investigate the
relationship between Erikson's concept of ego identity and student's
attitudes toward college. The results of Study 1 indicated that
students who were in the process of going through an identity crisis
over occupational choice had the least favorable evaluations of their
education, while students who had never experienced a crisis but
were, nevertheless, committed to a vocational goal, held the most
favorable attitudes. Study 2 demonstrated that students who when
through crisis over choice of major field while in college, showed
more negative attitudes than did students not experiencing a crisis
during their college years. These findings suggest that the
association of crisis with college is an important factor in student

dissatisfaction. (Author)
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L L Abstract .
§ Waterman, Alan S. (Rensselaer Polytechnlc Instltute)
% ,and Waterman, Caroline K. (State UnlverSLLy of New York
? at Albapy). The relatlonshlp between ego identity status
; and satisfaction with-cellege. = Two studies were con-
? "ducted to investigate the relatlonshlp between Erikson's
3 ' ) . .
3 -concept of ego identity and student's attitudes toward
4
; college. The results of Stuay 1 lndlcated that students
§ who were in- the process of going through an identity
i crisis over occupational chdice'hadvthe'least'favorable
; evaluations of their education while students who had
E never experienced a crisis but were, nevertheless, con-
; mitted to a vocational goal held the most favorable
: ' attitudes. Study .2 demonstrated that students who went’
3 R .
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d -through crisis over choice of major field while in college
i showed more negative attitudes than did students not ex-
3 e :
| periencing a crisis during their college years. These
4 ' - ! ' :
1 findings suggest that the association of crisis with col-
E lege is an important féctor in student dissatisfaction.
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EGO IDENTITY STATUS AND
SATISFACTION WITH COLLEGE1

Alan S. Waterman ' ’ o

-

.Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

and Caroline K. Waterman2

State University of New York at Albany

.

The difficulties colleges and universities have in

'reeting the needs of their students is reflected both in

the rate of student attrition and in the frequency with

which student Crlthlée their schools. A review of the |

research on cbllege dropouts by Summerskill (l96é) reveals

" R ) A ' R ’
that 40%.0f entering students never receive a degree. of

-

" those students dropping-out of college, less’than half do

so for reasons of academic failure or ill~health. For those

students remainind in-college until graduation there is

evidence of a Significant degree of dissatisfaction. Trent
and Medsker (1967) found that while college seniors general-
ly felt their college experiences were satisfying, almost

one-third'voiced'serious criticism concerning the quality

-of the"r college faculty and the administration's treatment

-~

zof the students.

The level of a student's satisfaction with his school

can be thought of as a’ function of two classes oﬁ variables:

a) variables of the college and b) variables of the student.
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The present studies deal ‘'with the latter type of varlable. .%

'Spe01f¢ca11y, they are concerned with the varlable of ego . | ?
: identity status. - PN L T -;
| The theoretical groundwork for the concept of eéo_ ;
% ; | ~identity has been developed by Erikson (1959;'1968). He %
g 'é. o .- has formulated a theory of personality development in which 'é
§ f% o - each stage of a & person's life is seen as 1nvolv1ng some | 3
g l | 1mportant crisis resulting from a socially posed problem. '%
g ; The dlfferent components of personallty are determlned .
; Z ) ..by the manner in which eaoh of these crises are resolved. | %
é ;, ' The crisis which is important during adolescence involves
; é' | _'the establishing of a stable Sense of identity.: The adoles- .f
; Qg ", cent in our society is ‘Faced with,a decision about what ]
% é ' °.. 4type of person he will become. Thls includes both maklng L ?
é g : | - a dec;31on about an-oocupatlon and arriving at a stable | | é
g é‘ . B set.ofvbeliefs, for.example, about religion and politics. ' ": §
; ‘i Erlkson spoke of a successful resolutlon of the crisis. - _ | ;
é' f as the acnleV1ng of an ego 1oent1ty A failure to sucoess- ' é
: fully resolve the crisis was seen as resultlng in 1dent1Ly i
‘»i PR ‘daffus1on. o . N ﬁ | S %
: Marcia (1966) elaborated further on Erikson's ideas _ h .'g
b : . E
§ regarding identity. He proposed a four category classi- é
3 fication of this construct: a) Identity Achievenent, §
- C bl n§£§£b££ﬁn, c) Foreclosure, and 4) Identlty lefus1on. Z
% f | . According to Marc1a, these varlous ego 1dent1ty statuses i
’ i can be categorized on the basis of two components: crisis _. : é
- o . o | o |
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and.cémmitment. Crisis .refers to a'period'of struggle or

.active questioning in arriving at a set of beliefs and an
occupational choice. Commitment refers to a firm, un-

wavering choice regarding beliefs and occupational choice.

An Identity Achiever is someone who has gone through

a period of crisis and has developed a stable commitment

. "£o an occupation and a belief system. The term Moratorium

is used to refer to a person who is currently in a state

L.

..0f crisis and is actively seeking among alternatives in- an

attempt to arrive at a choice. A person is classified as

a Foreclosure if he has never experienced a crisis but

. ) rj
nevertheless is commltted regardlng occupation and bellefs.

The occupation’ and bellefs chogen are generally ones whlch

-reflect the wishes ef.his parents or other authority figures.

The category of Iéehﬁ;ty_Diffusion iﬁcluées individuals who
are nef-committed tofanythiﬁg and who are not actively.
trying to makeea eqmmitment}' These people may never'have.
been in crisis, or they may have had a period of'question—.
ing but Qere.not able to resolve rt and subsequently emerged
without making a choice. | ) |
Tﬁis concept:of ego identity, barticularly those as-
pects concerning eccupational cheice, would appear to have

important implications for the student's evaluation of his

college experiences. Douvan and Withey (1955)'found a
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tendency among high school boys to describe their college

plans in terms of specific occupational fields. Beardslee

and O'Dowd (1962), in making a similar observation, noted

"that.few freshmen have a realistic conception of what the

work in their chosen fields involves. As a consequence

-of this, many students, after arriving at college, are

forced to re-evaluate their vocational plans; i.e., they
enter a period of crisis. That this process of question-

ing'can be stressful to the student is indicated by the

finding that Moratoriums show higher levels of anxiety

than othexr statuses (Marcia, 1967). It would apoear
plau51b1e to expect that studean who go through this
stressful occupational crisis while at college would tend

to have relatively negative attitudes Loward their school
since it has been associated with this crisis. On the other
hand, students who are committed to an occupation when they
arrive on campus and who do not subsequently experience an
occupational crisis will not associate the stress of crisis
with college and may perceive the school as helping them
fulfill their vocationalﬁplans. They should therefore be

relatively satisfied with their college experience. Thus,

it can be hypothesized that Foreclosures'on occupational

choice will tend to have the most favorable attitudes

- toward college while Moratoriums will tend to have the ieast

favorable attitudes. - S
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Study 1
A study testlng this hypothesis was conducLed at
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (RPI) . Since RPI is a
technolpgiéally oriented university, the questien of'

vocational choice is particularly important for the student

" in his decieion to come to the school. A large majority
. of the freshmen anticipate careers in engineering or

%. B . physical ecience. The attitidn rate is somewhat lower'
than the national level, averaglng approx1maLe1y 30%

’ . However, for each enterlng class there occurs a substantla]

i transfer of students from the Englneerlng and 801ence _pro-

.grams to pregrams in Management and the Humanities and

~
¥

Social Sciences. These shifts generally occur during

the student's first tﬁtee years on campus. These changes

i R Ry s ¢ i e it

in prograﬁs reflect the frequency of occupdional crises
] © at 'RPI.
% o : “..  Method

] g - Subjects: The sample consisteé of 15 Freshman and 17

Junlors, all of whom we:e taklng the Englneerlng program

S

§ a at RPI.

—— . .
. .

Procedure: All subjects were given a semi-structured imter-

'view to assess their-ego-identity status. The form of the

interview was thefsame as that described by Marcia (1966).

S
’

Yo
EEE Bl
.

" The topics covered included the student's choice of school;

-

~ his choice of occupational field, and his attitudes in the

- areas of religion and politics. The questions were designed'
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to elicit material concerning whether the student went

through a perlod of crlsls in arr1v1ng at his ch01ce of
occupation and bellef systems and whether he was com- _ "
‘mitted to them. For the purpose of the present study, only

the material on occupatlon is relevant for testlng the

hypothesls.

For each subject, the identity status material was
é |- .. classified by two judges. When disegreement as to the

. 1. occupational identity_statns occurred, the interview was

submitted to a third judge for decision.

1 . ‘ A Following the identity status interview, each student
i ; . ++ + Wwas questioned regardlng h1s attltudes toward RPI. This

‘ ‘ . - ' . ,I

. : : materlal was also rated by two Judges and was scored on a

serles of four flvc—p01nt scales. The scales were: a) satis-

_—

L ' ;__ factlon with thelr educatlon, b) satlsfactlon with the

e e P

dittas

;}_faculty, c) satlsfactlon with the administration and d)satis-

R
i

rka'faction"with the students. A high score indicated a favor-
able attltude while a’ low score 1ndlcated a negative evalu-
ation. When dlsegreements in rat;ngs occurred, the two

.-, . ~ 8scores for that scale were_ averaged.

Results

Sirice there was no significant differences bctwecn

'

Freshman and Juniors in “the frequency of the various oc-

cupational identity statuses or in their evaluation of

college, data from'both classes were combined for all

subsequent analyses.
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The mean ratings for the student's satisfaction with

'college are found in Table 1. Analysis of 'variance reveals

‘ Insert Table 1l about here

- a Significant difference between students with different
occupational identity statuses regarding their evaluations
of their education (F = 5 24, af = 3/28, R < .01). con-
sistent uith the hypotheSis, Foreclosures on occupation
_showed the most satisfaction while Moratoriums indicated
‘the least satisfaction with their education. The results

for satisfaction with the administration were 1in the same

direction.and approached s1gn1ficance (F = 2.35, df = 3/28

p < .10). No differences were observed from either satis-

faction Wlth the faculty or with the students at the school
Thus, the identity status of an individual regarding his
’occupational choice is an important factor in his evaluation
of some, but not all, of his college experiences.

| --Study.2

In order to provide further_evidence that the associa-

" tion of an identity crisis with college is an important

factor'in the student's evaluation of the school, previouslyi
ohtained data from RPI seniors'on.the College Student Question-
na1re—2 (CsQ- 2) was reanalyzed The CSQ -2 contains questions
concerning the student S educational and vocational plans,

hlS actiVities at college, his satisfaction w1th various

s e, ri
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- . aspects of the school and hls attltudes in a varlety of

e At s A

areas. (For a more complete discussion of thls guestlonnalre,

iz
i e o

see Peterson, 1965). While the questionnaire did not pro-

vide.enough information to assess the degree of crisis over

S e B

E . | occupatlon dlrectly, it did prov1de suff1c1ent materlal

242

St

- % - .- . about' the student's choice of major fleld to assess both

4

T - L whether he went{thropgh a crisis in selecting his major

T

- o .Q: field,and, if he‘did, when it occurred.

' - There.are two'indlcators of crisie durlng the college

:; "years'which can be abetracted from the CSQ-2. The first
concerns how and when the student selected hle major field.

_ nata from the questlonnalre revealed that approx1mately 855L
©of the seniors in the sample'were;considering two cr more.

alternatives when they chose their'maior field i.e., they

experlenced a crisis. About half of these stuoents re-

ported that they made their selectlon in high school (ngh

School Dec1oers) whlle the remalnder reported that the ch01ce

was made in college (College Deciders). 1If it is the associ-

ation between college eiperiences and the occurrence of
.crisis that leads to negative attitudes tomard college,
then it eﬁould be erpected that College Deciders would show
less favorable evaluations of their echool than would.High
School Deciders: The“;econd, and related, indicator of a
crisis involving choice of major field was taken from the

questlon on the CSQ -2 concernlng whether or not the student

changed his maJor fleld after enterlng college. Just over 3
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40% of the students in the sample reported that they changed
majors one or more times since entering college. .Since
change 'of major 'field is often indicative of crisis, 1t 1s

hypothesized that students .who changed fields will erress

)
[} t

less satisfaction with college than those who remalned with

)

'the.same major field throughout their college careers.
R It must be emphaslzed that these 1ndlcators of CrlSlS,

: . the time of choosnng between alternatlve majors and the '

L]
@ c""l'

.~ changlng of the major fleld, are not 1ndependent A student

rrrrr

. ﬁ~uwho sthched his major whlle in college 1s likely to have

ot

selected between a]ternatlvcs fields at that time. There-
fore, these two measures may best be considered as alterna-

' tive means of assessing the same underlying concept of crisis.

Method

Subjects: The subjects in.this study were 282 RPI seniors

from the Class of 1967.

- Procedure: Each student completed the CSQ-2 during class . 'é
time. The dependent measures were the four ten-items scales g
of the CSQ-2 relating to satisfaction with college. These

scales are: a) satlsfactlon with the major field, b) satis-

e

faction with the faculty c) satlsfaction with the administra- - 4

N | tion, and d) satisfaction with the students.

t

‘ v . . Results o 4

-

The mean scores on each of the four satisfaction scales
for High School and College Deciders are presented in Table - N

2. It can be seen that on all measures, College Deci.ders

A O R T T L R P LT DG T ST e e Py 1 G e
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. J o “Insert Table 2 about here
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1]
t
l

show less satisfaction than High School Declders. Thls ef—

L]
4

fect was 51gn1f1cant for satisfaction with-the major field

. (k= 3.84, df = 235, p <.001), satisfaction with the ad-

‘ministration (t = 2.31, éﬁ = 242, p < .05), and satisfaction

with the students (t = 2.54, 4f = 239, p < .05). The qif-

ference between groups regardlng attitudes toward the facul-

ij did not attain significance.

<

Table'3 contains the mean satisfaction scores for

- - - -
. .t ¥‘ . -
.
. ﬂ.cuu-—v--——--—————---—--—-—-—-————-——-—
.
o . . -
7 .

. lnseft Table 3 about here

. .
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.

students who switched majors while in college and students

who remalned in the same field throuohout their college

careexs; Here too, all the’ satlsfactlon scores are 'in

-the.predicted direction. The t-test comparisons reveal that

the differences are significant for satisfaction with the

‘major (t = 4.63, §£,= 270, E.< .001), satisfaction with
" the faculty (t = 2.23, df = 280, p £ .05), and satisfaction
with the administration (t'= 2.88, df = 279, p < .01). The

difference for satisfaction with the students was not signi=-

'ficant.

oy

Thus, for'both-indicators of crisis,.those students

who experience a crisis while at college consistently ex-

R

2l e i S s s ot
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" crisis while at college is not thought to be indicative of

.it was anticipated that they would have relatively favorable

<Brar e R SRR
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hibited more negative attitudes than did students who did

not undergo a crisis during the college years.
| ‘ Discussion

| The findings from.both studies demonstrate that the -
variable of ego 1dent1ty status plays an 1mportant role in
the student's reaction to college. Students who go through .
a pexriod of Moratoriim concernlng their choice of occupation
or majof field'while at college havehless favorable atti-
tudes towaxrds thelr school than sttdents who dld not go

,through an identity crisis during thelr collegc VErs . The

results suggest that it is the association of the stress of

crisis with college experiences, and not the fact of having
had an identity crisis, that is the crucial factor in the re-

lationship between ego identity and satisfeqtion with col-

+

lege. Support for this conclusion can be drawn from the

data on students nno had an identity crisis and resolved it
before entering college. Since, for the ngh School De01ders,

the stress of crisis would not be assoc1aLed w1th collcge,

s

e it

attitudes, and the findings bear this out. . | ;

It must be recognized that the experience of an identity ]

L4

psychological malédjuetment. To the contrary, within the

-

theoretical framework of Erikson and Marcia, the seeking

G < A TP T £ KA STRS o 3E Lg TRgr P f 22

of an identity from among available alternatives is an im-

s i
e

portant precondition for further psychological_growth. ]

] . . ®
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T Thereforé, this reseaxrch does nq} imply that colleges
. éhoﬁld strive Fo reduce the probability of ‘cxisis. Rather,
effp;ts should be directed toward providing an atmosphere
- vhich facilitate the student's successful rgsolutioﬂ of ‘

his identity crisis. | .
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Footnotes

.

1Study 1 was suppérted, in part, by funds éontribﬁted by

the Office 6f the Vice-President for Student Affairs at

4

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. ) \

2'I'he authors wish to express their appréciation to Scotta
and who served as judges in Study 1,

and to Robert Blase who aided in the data analysis for

Sstudy 2. A special note of‘gfatitude is extended to

‘Dr. Wynn Brown undexr those auspices the data for Study 2~

~were collected.
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